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Chapter One 


Author's Notes: 


\'And it's myself | betray, 
| cannot push this away. 
Took my chance 


now the damage is done." 


-Def Leppard, "All | Want is Everything" 


"Armed with hope 


that emptiness brings fullness 
and loss of love brings wholeness 
to us all." 


-The Indigo Girls, "Hand Me Downs" 


"Where do you suppose your anger comes from?" 


The therapist wanted to know what triggered his behaviour. That was an easy one. Rick already had an answer, 
one formulated as he'd climbed the wide, polished stone steps that led to the therapist's office. 


"| don't know." 

There was no change in the doctor's face, but Rick saw him click his pen once, thumb against the tip, and tap 
it against his knee. Tap. Tap. Click. That was a sign. The correct answer meant the doctor would make notes, 
nodding in mute understanding. Rick fished for another answer, anything else. Perhaps a little something that 
could be more concrete and damning. Its what the therapist wanted to hear. 

Rick was too tired to think. 

He didn't know, honestly didn't know. 


Why couldn't the fucking therapist just see that? 


"Babies," he said. "Babies beat their mums. Have you ever noticed? They make their hands into little fists and 


hit at their mums...” 

The doctor clicked his pen into life and took down his first note of the session 

"So you believe your mother is the trigger?" 

No, he didn't. 

He could blame her. It was a perfect textbook answer, but it wouldn't feel right. His mum was blameless. Rick 
knew that he had always been the way he was, right now. They had dragged him out into this world and then, 


one morning, he had rounded a corner and seen his daa at the kitchen table and he had simply been. No one 


ever had to form him or corrupt him. He couldn't remember a time when he hadn't been aware of himself. 


What he was. 


Who he was. 

"No," Rick said "H's not mum. That's not what 1." He gestured uselessly with his arm. 
The therapist snapped up the new, elusive trigger. 

"Is it your handicap? Is it because you lost your left arm in the accident?" 

Fuck his left arm 

Fuck the word handlcap. 


"No," he said. "It's not that. Listen, |.." He drew his hand over his eyes, scraping his thumb against his eyelids. 
Bursts of red exploded in their wake. God, it was like grasping at air, this business of finding a trigger. "I've 
always been..even when | was little--" 


"There must be a reason, Mr. Allen. We just have to find it. You must have hidden it deep within your 


subconscious. But only you know where it is, and only you can find it..." 


There was more. Words marched out of his mouth, one after the other, bouncing along the walls and 
scratching hotly against Rick's ears. Words tumbling out of the therapist's fleshy lips, spit clinging to the sides, 
words covered in spit. He could feel them, useless words, hypnotic words, crawling along his skin and shutting 
off his nerve endings, causing him to grow drowsy. Maybe that was the point. Hypnosis. They were going to 
dredge the answer out of him. He could become some sort of lab experiment with an IV drip hooked to his arm 
as they attached monitors to his chest and his temples. Rip out the answer. 


They were going to make him look at it. 

He would have to look. 

They were going to force him to talk about it. 

He didn't want them to. 

Something began to hum. It started at the centre of his chest and spread out slowly. His hand balled into a 
fist. Veins pushed out along the surface, dirty blue, pulsing. Teeth scrapped against teeth, enamel chipping into 
his tongue as they wrenched together. The therapist wouldn't shut up, the monotone voice pushing out 
hundreds of textbook ready words. Childhood trauma. Father. Abuse. Alcohol. Lifestyle. Males. Hormones. 


Testosterone. Social conditioning. 


Shut the fuck up. 


Nerve endings flared to life, pulsing along his cheek, jerking his eyes wide open, and clenching his jaw tight. His 
heart was hammering in his chest. A silent frustrated scream coursed through Rick's head. His eyes honed in 
on the therapist. 


Shut up now. 


He could rip it out. Rip out the therapist's throat. Just take his teeth and clamp them shut and tear it out and 
rip out his eyes and those fucking glasses and that smug look on his face and the diploma on the wall and all of 
those folders with hundreds of assholes just like him. Every single one, all in a row, listening to this therapist 


talk about them and talk and talk and talk and the goddamned therapist was taking notes. 
"How do you feel now, Mr. Allen?" 
| WANT YOU TO SHUT THE FUCK UP 


He didn't speak He had no idea who spoke in the end. The voice was defeated, sagging along his frame and 


weighing him down 
"l'm so tired." It said. 


"Good. That's a start." 


* eK 


The highway stretched out behind him, hundreds of cars thundering past, spitting heat and fumes against the 
back of his neck. It was July 1995. The sun burned across the sky and turned the asphalt and the cement into 
the sweltering heat of the desert it had once been. Sunlight dug into his skin like teeth. It turned the cars into 
a blur of noise and acrid, dirty wind that crusted on his lips and left his mouth dry. The highway was a void of 


movement and bright white reflections that slammed into his retinas. 
All he had to do was dip a brush into a paint bucket. 


Rick stared at the concrete walls that towered, unyielding, before him. Punks and gangs and toughs and bloods 
and all of Southern California, spitting and masturbating and puking and sputtering graffiti and urinating here, 
only to leave their remains scalding under a scorching sun. The stench of paint and urine hit his nose, over and 


over again. 
Just dp the brush in Just like that. Scrape it against the lp of the can. Dont let it drip. 


He would hear about it if it dripped The cars would stop, and everyone would point. 


They were all watching. 

Hundreds of eyes. 

Nissans and children and Pathfinders and mothers and Volkswagens and grandparents and Cadillacs and trips to 
the beach and Pontiacs and ballet recitals and BMWs and newlyweds and Mercedes Benz and BBQs out in 
grandma's house and Toyotas and runaways and Mitsubishis and brothers and Chevys and best friends and 
Fords and wives. Hundreds of them. Thousands. Rumbling past on the highway behind him, behind a huge back 
and endless space, yawning and spreading wide. Out in the open The sun ripping out a huge tear in the clouds. 
One long, golden finger. Pointing. 

There he is. 

He just had to paint the wall. Then he could go back to bed. 


He could strip off the orange jumpsuit and take a shower. Wash off the urine stink. Wash off Jake, who was 
spitting into his ear as he spattered a glob of white paint at the wall. 


"Hey, you one-armed motherfucker. Watcha do, eh? You new here. | ain't nevah seen you before." 

ust paint the wall 

"What, you deaf, you little shit? Just wanna know watchoo in for. Fuck, | know all these motherfuckers. Bill stole 
a car. T-bone sold cocaine to some thirteen year-old. Right smack across from the police station, you mother. 
Kin you believe that shit? Crazy motherfucker." 

Paint the wall Just dp the brush in and scrape off the excess 


"So watcha in for? Come on, man. We're all the same here. You're one of us now." 


He knew there was a cop behind them. Arms folded behind his back, chewing gum, his neck burned red from 
standing out at the side of the highway. The cop would waste no time making an example out of him and Jake. 


He just had to paint the wall. 


"Am | gonna hafta guess watchoo did? Tiny little shit like you. Bet you're a mean son of a bitch. You wanna 


punch mah lights out right now, dontcha? Dontcha, you one-armed motherfucker?" 
‘lm not one of you." 


Spit hit across his cheek, the remnants shining on Jake's lips as he laughed into Rick's face. "The mother kin 
talk! Well, asshole, whatchoo in for?" 


Paint splattered across the asphalt as he dug his hand into Jake's orange jumpsuit, twisted and dragged him 
closer. Heat slapped into his face, lips curling over his teeth when the whites of Jake's eyes began to show and 
his lip trembled in rage, fingers clawing at Rick's hand, digging into the skin. He gave that up and wrapped his 


hands around Rick's neck, drawing them closer. 

"You mother-" 

Rick twisted his hand, felt fabric bite into his skin. His eyes locked with Jake's, white nothingness that wiped the 
entire world clean. There was no highway, no paint, no graffiti. Just Jake. Just Jake, and his heart beating along 


his temples. 


‘lam not one of you," he growled, working his words around Jake's hands. They gripped tighter. Fire shot up his 
throat. 


Then white exploded across his eyelids, bile shooting into his mouth as a fist connected with his stomach and a 
stick connected with his back Crack and it raced up his spinal chord and he was doubling over, gasping. Hands 
gripped his shoulders and threw him back against the wall. Spit slapped his face. 


The cop was yelling. 


"-back to work, you son of a bitch! Jake, you motherfucker, | see you pulling a stunt like that again, so help 


me God, | will personally make sure you get five long years!” 

His neck burned. He wanted to collapse against the wall, but he didn't dare. Shapes were swimming before his 
eyes, growing clearer as he gasped for breath. Broken glass. Crusted chewing gum. A spool of magnetic tape. He 
felt shame knotting his stomach. He felt sick. 

What had he done? 

The cars roared by, kicking dust and debris and wilted grass into his face as he turned. The passengers were 
watching. They were pointing at him. He saw a little girl turn her head before she disappeared into nothingness. 
She knew. They all knew. 

There he is. 


He's right there. 


* * * 


His mum was watching the telly. Angela Lansbury in Murder She Wrote. She cracked peanut shells with her 
fingers and discarded them in a bowl, chewing the peanut. She sat on the bed, propped on her pillows because 


her back had been bothering her again. 


Rick sat next to her and thought about the word sanctuary. Escape. Running back home again, into his parents’ 
arms. Scrambling up the front garden to collapse into his mother's arms even though he really walked up the 
path slowly and only shook Jim's hand because Jim was not his daa. His mum stood there for a while, looking at 
him, and then she made a strangled noise in the back of her throat and opened her arms wide and Rick let her 
embrace him. It was only in his head that he clung to her and sobbed, ten years old again and her body firm 
and strong beneath his, not bony and frail 


He watched her now. She laughed at Angela Lansbury, cracking open a peanut and crunching it through her 
laughter. As if nothing was wrong. As if nothing had changed. It broke his heart. The lines on her face were 
sharper now, flesh hanging slack on her cheeks and falling in folds over her jaw, pooling beneath her eyes, 
sagging past her wrists and her wilted muscles. Veins stood out along her hands, so blue now beneath the 


tissue-paper skin, they were almost black. He reached out and took her hand. 
"Love," she said. "Are you all right?" 


Her voice was kind, soothing. He felt his throat constrict. He drew closer to her on the bed. For a moment, he 
didn't know what he wanted to do, what he wanted to say. He ran his fingers over her knuckles, tracing her 
wedding rings. They had cut deep grooves into her flesh. Profound, pink marks, the rings fused together. She 
never took them off. He slid his against hers, one gold band against two silver ones with a little diamond along 
the top. He hesitated, looking at her hips where they made a dent in the mattress. A hollow cradle. The empty 


nest. 


He lay down next to her, her hand still in his. She smelled old, of tired sweat and sagging skin, worn bones and 
urine, because it was harder to use the bathroom now. She tried to mask it with lavender talcum. He breathed 
the scent in and remembered when she smelled of detergent and botanical soap, when he would lie in her arms 


at night, listening to her breathe and she would slap his hand firmly because she knew he was still awake. 


Her hand was on his head. Slight. Comforting. He shuddered and burrowed deeper into her, burying his face 
against her side, his feet curling toward his chest. 


When did he lose her? When had he let go of her hand? 


It was years ago, when he was fourteen and he had tossed away his virginity at some girl with a training bra. 
He had been so proud, so full of importance and maturity, but those feelings turned to burning shame the 
minute he saw her in bed, watching telly, and he crawled up to her, burrowed into her side, and began to cry 
and she thought it was because maybe he thought he couldn't really drum. He never told her the truth. He 


was too ashamed to tell her. 
Ashamed. He closed his eyes now and felt the bones beneath her flesh, under her nightgown 


"Love," she whispered. "It's all right. It's all right. Come on, now. I've made a bit of supper for you. You must be 


tired. Do you want maybe | should fix a cup of tea for you?" 
He let her talk He had nothing to say. He just wanted to hear her talk to him, just like she used to. 
Her hand smoothed back his hair. 


"She'll forgive you," she said, her voice soft and heavy with emotion. "She loves you. And you love her. Youll 
see. Everything will be all right." Then she made soothing sounds, caressing his cheek and he had a beard now, 
a scraggly thing that cracked up his friends because he'd always looked like a kid, but it didn't matter. It didn't 


exist here. It was always the past when he lay down next to his mother. 

"It can't ever be all right, mum," he said. 

She hushed him, her hand firmer now, patting his temples. "Yes it will. | know it will. You love her." 

He burrowed deeper into her, his eyes open. The far wall had a picture frame, a wooden frame, with tarnished 
looking glass, with pictures framed by a fading, gold border. Mum, daa. Jim. His brother Robert. And there he 

was. Thirteen. The same picture for as long as the frame had hung there. The one were he looked like a clown, 
with all that curly hair and that stupid grin. Below it was a newer picture, him with his one arm around a tall 

blond woman. They were smiling. They were happy. Rick and Stacy and grandchildren on the way. 

Rick and Stacy. 


He drew away from his mother and sat up. She picked up a new peanut shell and cracked it open 


On the telly, a cop handcuffed a criminal and Angela Lansbury saved the day. 


* eK 


He knew he loved her because he couldn't smell her. He knew what she smelled like when she put on perfume 
or washed her hair or scrubbed out the bathrooms with chlorine, but that wasn't her. She simply smelled like 
Stacy. He could never put it into words. I+ just was. It was so comfortable and familiar, but he couldn't put his 
finger on it. He just knew he liked it. 


He loved her. 


He loved her on New Year's Eve, 1995, when they stood for hours with their foreheads together, silent as the 
Mexican neighbours lit up the sky with rockets and streamers and whooping, lilting cries and they twined their 
fingers together and then their bodies. 


He loved her. 


In February, he also loved her and they drank champagne and bought silly plush bears and stuck their tongues 
out at Vivian Campbell as he grumbled that St. Valentine's was a manufactured holiday. He loved her as they 
both caught allergies in March and he loved her as they got soaked at the bus stop in April because he left 
the umbrella in the car again In May, he loved her simply because he loved her and as June drew to a close 
he loved her even though everything seemed to end in some sort of fight and the months before were fading 
into a distant, unreachable perfect paradise they found themselves constructing somehow. Brick by brick, crack 


by crack. 


Then it was July and they were lying in bed together. She was on her side of the bed and he was on his and 


he felt stiff and unnatural, making sure they never touched, leaving ample space between them. 
"How was your mother?" she said. 

"She was fine," he said. "How was yours?" 

"Fine," she said. 

He frowned at the ceiling. "For fuck's sake, Stacy!" 

"What?" 


He gestured at the bed, at the room, at them. "This We're home, we're in bed, and we sound like two fucking 


strangers." 


She looked at him, her eyes unreadable. "Maybe it's better that way." She looked at the ceiling, and the 
distance between them grew, everything going white in the back of his mind. "You don't hurt strangers." 


Something tickled at his nostrils, the faint traces of food, and sweat, and dirt. He drew his hand over his face. 


He said, "Should | leave..2" He already knew the answer. 
"| think that would be the best thing right now." 


He nodded. He padded naked into the bathroom and emerged with a bathrobe over his shoulders and his clothes 
under his arm. He could feel something stirring within him. It wasn't anger. Anger lived in his chest and in his 
eyes. This feeling was heavy and old. It weighed down his arms and filled his mouth with lead. There was an odd 
smell in the air. Thick. Pungent. Unfamiliar. It clung to everything in the room. He looked at her lying in bed, her 
hair crushed against the pillow, her profile sharp and bathed in the glow of the night lamp. He remembered the 
light as it had been in May: Warm and Golden. Now it was shrill and white and threw everything into contrasts 
and shadows. Stacy looked hideous, her mouth two slashes over her face. He caught a glimpse of himself in the 
mirror. Puffy eyes and pores and stubble and dark gashes were his nose and his mouth should be. 


His reflection said, "For how long?" 


The woman in the bed said, "| don't know, Rick." 


There was nothing else to say. He made his way downstairs and lay on the couch and put his clothes on the 
floor and used the bathrobe as a cover. He heard her door close, felt it in the back of his head. It echoed, 
keeping him awake to stare at the grey shadows that buried everything that was familiar about their living 
room. Something struck him then. 


The odd smell was gone. 


He had been smelling Stacy. 


* eK 


The doctor was talking and talking and talking and talking and dredging things up to the surface and he didn't 


want to see. 
He wanted a drink. 


But the Greek Chorus at Alcoholic Anonymous had greeted him as he stood at the podium, "Hello, Rick" He had 
looked out at them, he had looked grave and determined, and he had said "I am an alcoholic," and so he couldn't 


drink 
"Was it the drink, Mr. Allen?" 


It was just a few beers, a few hours at the pub. It was always in the back of the fridge and Joe always had 
some and Phil said, "Come on, Joe, he's had enough," but Joe would laugh and say, "Phil, you made your own 
choice, mate, and we made ours," and then it was two, six, fifteen, and vodka and whisky and numbness and 

stupor and absolutely no one mentioned Steve Clark who was six feet under and food for worms because of 


the alcohol. 
"And do you have a drinking problem?" 


Of course he did. Wasn't that what the AA podium was for? Hello, my name is Rick. Hello, Rick. And I'm an 


alcoholic. He'd said the bloody words. He meant the bloody words. How could he not mean them? 
"Do you know what | did, Dr. Kiely?" 
"They gave me all of your files and records, Mr. Allen” 


"Do you think it was the drink..2" 


"What | think is of no importance. What matters is what you think. What you believe." 
"But it could be the drink, right?" 


Yes. Yes it could be. Only the drink. There was no him. There was no yelling. There was no getting up at night 
and tossing the phone clear across the room. There was no staring crowd as they exited a restaurant and he 
was screaming into her face as she cried and they made their way back home. There was no sting along his 
scalp where she pulled at his hair and they were not shouting so loud that the neighbours called out that they 
would call the police and he threw open the window and screamed at them to mind their own goddamned 


business. 

He clutched his head. 

"No, | don't want to see. Please." 

His mother was smoothing back his hair again. "Son..? Why are you so angry..?" 

He never told her. Jim knew. Jim had screamed at him. What is the matter with you?! Dont yell at her! Jim 
didn't know they went home and lay in bed and she said "| love you for who you are,’ and he stared out into 
the darkness and tried to remember what he had been yelling about. 

The tables. 

She wouldn't sit down unless the table was by a corner and then she had to pull it toward her and he almost 
knocked his chin into the edge and watched as she arranged the candle and the little silver tray with spices and 
dips on it and the water glasses and everything had to be clustered around her and it drove him nuts. God, 
why do you always have to do that? He couldn't shift a single thing, and it annoyed him. 

"Is that what made you angry?" 

His eyes widened. 

"Yes," he said dully, "and then we had some stupid conversation about this movie she saw and | didn't like it and 
| told her so and..she was angry. She said | never liked anything she did. | assured her that wasn't true, but 
then she started counting out all the movies we'd seen that I'd hated and l.l just wanted her to shut up. 
Please. Don't make me do this." 

"We have to do this. You have to do this." 


"| can change..." 


Dr. Kiely clicked his pen open and took notes. He was a professional. He wasn't judging him. He was impassive and 


clinical. There was no anger in this room. Dr. Kiely said, "I know you can change, Mr. Allen That is why we're 


here. But you need to help me so that | can help you." 
Rick slumped back in his chair. It was when Dr. Kiely said things like that, he could care less about a cure. 


There was nothing wrong with him then, and he just wanted to go home. 


* eK 


Light reflected off the pool and hit the walls of the patio deck, bouncing onto the glass doors, fragmenting into 
rainbows across the floor. He stared at them and ignored the voice coming from outside. It rattled at his 


doorknob and then kicked the door. He just wanted it to go away. 


Stacy was with her mother again. She also needed sanctuary. He wondered what Stacy's mother would tell her. 


He thought he could guess. 

Be strong. Survive. We're behind you. Its not your fault. Don't blame yourself. 

He didn't mind that. He heard much worse on the streets. All throughout July and into August and through 
September he had been an asshole and a fucker and a motherfucker and a son of a bitch and a dickhead and a 
piece of shit, but none of that mattered. He heard it and held his head high and bought his groceries and 
pumped his gas and walked home without looking back, that smug asshole. 

It was the little words that mattered to him. The ones the women used. 

That creep. He's sick. That louse. Self-righteous. Entitled. What did you expect? He's a man. Scum. Loser. They 
followed him as he kept his eyes averted and picked out cans of beans and went down the aisles and the voices 
trailed out into the parking lot. She's too scared to leave him. Abuser. Violent. 


He's a monster. 


The monster opened the car door and got in and didn't look at anyone, but eyes followed him all the way home 


and he found himself running up the walkway and slamming the door, panting. 

Creep. Creep. Creep. 

Noises were coming from outside again He heard something scramble over the roof. A second voice was 
coming from below, from the patio. There was a crash, then, with a shower of glass and a grunt, the doors 


leading up from the patio slid open 


Joe Elliott crunched his way into the room and tossed a brick on the floor. 


"What the fuck are you doing, Rick?" 
He didn't move. "Go away." 


"No. We're your friends, and we just broke your bloody glass door and we're staying." He turned and called out, 


"Phill | got in through the patio!” With that, he moved away and disappeared into the kitchen 


“There's no beer, Joe. There's no alcohol.” His voice sounded flat. He couldn't be sure if he had spoken or not. "I 


poured it all down the sink yesterday. Stacy went to stay with her mom..." 

Phil appeared by the shattered door, chest heaving from his climb up and down the drainpipes and across the 
roof. He walked in slowly, taking in the broken glass and the brick and Rick sitting on the floor, his back against 
the wall. 


"Hey," he said. He kneeled down beside Rick and tried to touch his shoulder, but Rick gave one rough jerk and 
shrugged him away. 


"Please. Just go away.” 

Joe appeared with a glass of water. He took a gulp and glared at Rick. "Why?" 

Why? 

Rick looked up. "Are you fucking mental? Where the fuck do you think I've beer!" 

"Fucking jail," Joe spat. "Community service. AA meetings. Therapy. All that shite." He dropped heavily onto a 
couch, glowering at Rick. He took another gulp of water and ran his hand over his chin. "And now you're here 
and you won't answer the phone. Us mates haven't seen you in weeks. You look like shite, you know that?" 

Rick rubbed at his beard and at his dirty shirt and said nothing. 

"We want to help, Rick," Phil said. He stood by Rick's side, leaning against the wall, arms crossed over his chest. 
When Rick looked up at him, he saw nothing but concern and understanding and it hurt more than anything did. 
He chewed on his heart and spat the words back at Phil. 


"Help? What the fuck for? You can't help me." 


"You won't let us," Joe said. "Talk to us. You're not gonna tell me you're saving the truth for that fucking 
therapist. What the fuck does he know? You're just another patient to him. We's your mates." 


Evening was falling. Pink and purple and black shadows framed Joe as he sat on the couch. He was swinging one 
leg. Up. Down. Up. Down. Phil rested his head against the wall. Thud. A wristwatch was ticking its way along 


every second. A cacophony of crickets and cicadas was pounding in his ears. Louder. Louder. Every tick. Every 


chirp tick thud. Up. Down. Purple turning to grey across the living room floor and chirp cricket tick thud Rick, 
Tell us, mate cicadas and crickets and chirp gurgle spit thud tap cough and his head was buzzing and creep 
asshole monster chirp tick thud cough come on, Rick, we's your mates tick creep creep he's sick chirp tick 


cough thud groan monster- 
"SHUT UP!" 


His hand was digging into his skull as he rocked back and forth, whimpering. Not again. Not again. Please. Not 
again. He was better than this. It was Joe and Phil. Please, Rick Plea- 


"SHUT THE FUCK UPI" 


Tears were streaming down his face, running into his mouth. His nose was clogged with mucus. He could feel it 
dripping down his upper lip and on his knees. He was a mess. A fucking mess. Hadn't shaved. Hadn't bathed. He'd 
slept for hours, unable to get out of bed. Heavy. He wandered the halls every waking moment and he had flung 
open the door one day, rushed out into the backyard, and collapsed on his knees, then on his face. 


He lay there, sobbing, with the ground and the dirt pressing into his skin. He lay there for what seemed like 
hours, until all the tears dried up and his mind quieted down, the clamour dying to a whisper. He felt his heart, 
beating strong and steady in his chest. Along his temples. In his ears. He could hear the earth below him, 
shifting down into his heartbeat and the weight of the years. He knew it was bigger than he was. Older. Wiser. 
It soothed him, and he let himself be soothed by it. Every pore in his body seemed to ache for the dirt. It 
called out to the darkness inside him and it opened wide and whispered into his ear. This is who you are. He 
believed it. It was real. His fingers dug into the earth and he almost knew who he was. It was right there, just 
beyond his grasp. A breath out of reach. If he closed his eyes and pressed into the dirt, he knew who he was. 
There were no layers, no words, no actions, just pure feeling, hanging, suspended, over a great void. He beat his 
hand into the dust. He beat both hands into the dust. If he could just dig deep enough. If he could reach just a 
little further. Stay there forever. 


He couldn't. 


How could dirt save him? St. Andreas fault ran below the earth and shook and spat and tore with violence. 
Violence would seep right into his bones again and find the place behind his eyes were anger seethed and licked 


its own wounds. 

He had to eventually get up and dust himself off and walk back into the house. And in the house, the clamour 
always came back. It lived in the walls and breathed along the sheets and everything they'd ever touched with 
love vibrated now with hate. He didn't know what was real anymore. The dirt or the wood or the concrete or 

his flesh or her skin. 


"Rick..2" 


It was Phil's voice, coming from beside him. He searched out his eyes. Clear. Open. He looked away. Everything 


was blurring, tears trembling at the edges of his eyes, spilling onto the floor and on his knees. 


"| don't know who | am, Phil," he murmured. "I don't know who that person is who yells at Stacy.. When she 
isn't here | feel different. But when | see her..l just.. something snaps. | don't know what it is. l'm scared of it. 
What if.. what if that's all | really am? Rotten inside and all the goodness | thought | had is just a façade? It's 
not that l'm good and alcohol and all that fucking coke and all those pain killers make me evil, Phil. It's me, l'm 
evil and | just pretend to be good. That's who | really am. | know that. | mean, how could | do that to her? | 
couldn't stop..l just kept going.. and | didn't know who | was-" 


"Enough, Rick. Enough." 

He felt hands wrap around his shoulders, drawing him close to crush him against a chest, bony angles and long 
hair. Rick felt his body stiffen at Joe's touch. His first impulse was to break free. Run away. Push him aside. 
Yell at him. He closed his eyes, struggling with himself. 


Let go. Rick, come on. Just let go. 


He shuddered. Joe was whispering in his ear. He could feel Phil's hands on his back, rubbing at his ribs. Familiar, 
warm darkness was building behind his eyes. He felt his body relax, and then sag against Joe. 


"Everybody makes mistakes, Rick," Joe said. "You've paid for them. You've already paid for them. Let it go..” 
Rick clung to Phil's hand, pressed his face against Joe's shoulder. "This isn't me," he whispered. "This isn't me. 


This isn't me..." 


* eK 


The next day, they found him. They stood above him on a hill, hair flapping in the wind, sightless eyes and dark, 
swaying, shapes. He knew what they were coming to do. He knew she would be there. Stacy. He knew it was a 


dream. 

He knew it would be real, nonetheless. 

He knew he would run, a coward, his legs pumping out below him as he fled. The desert yawned out in front of 
him, and he pushed forward, his lungs on fire. He heard the rumble of their feet as they advanced, felt fingers 
and claws and nothingness clutch at his hair. They yanked him back and he sprawled on the ground, his breath 

knocked out of him. 

Then they tore into him. 


What the fuck did you do? 


Ripped into his spinal chord and along his ribs, kicking at his stomach as bone ruptured through organs, and 
blood gushed out of his mouth and he saw red. Red in his eyes, red on his hand. He tried to crawl forward on 
fingers they shattered below their heels, a twisted mass of flesh that tore to pink shreds and he screamed as 
they cracked his knees, tore the flesh from his legs in strips, and bit down 

What the fuck did you do? 

| pushed her. 

What the fuck did you do? 

He had no hand with which to crawl and then they were kicking him. Lights exploded behind his eyes and along 
his skull as they lifted his head and ripped into his mouth, digging deep into his brain, where he cowered, 
whimpering, waiting for the storm to pass as he heard them howl and sink their teeth into his shoulders and 
they pulled at his hair and dragged him across the desert floor. Sand stung his eyes and burned against every 
wound, peeling back flesh and they ground his face down into the earth as they broke every single rib and 
shattered his chest. 

What the fuck did you do? 

| pushed her against a wall. 

| saw her head smash against the tiles. 

They tore out muscle and sinew and spat it onto the dirt as they held his head in place, forcing him to watch 
while they plunged in their arms and wrapped their hands around his intestines. Bodies pressed against him, 
suffocating him, slipping on blood and gore and destroying every piece of his flesh they could find. 

What the fuck did you do? 

My fingers were around her throat. Curling. | was choking her. 

| was strangling her... 

Stacy was there. Standing above him. Impassive. Unforgiving. 

He knew what she was going to do. 


What the fuck did you do? 


| hit her. 


| beat her up. | beat up my wife. 

She picked up a stone and held it above her head. 

Oh, God. What have | done? I'm sorry.. 

lm so sorry. 

It was a meaningless gesture, in the end. 

How could she ever forgive him? 

He cried out once, before the world wrenched around him and strangled out his voice and blood and teeth and 


bone and flesh flowed into his mouth and she broke his jaw. 


* eK 


He woke in the dark, pressed against her. Her chest rose and fell in an even cadence and he placed his cheek 
against her back. He lay there quietly, gazing at the moonlight as it played across her features and slipped 


down her cheeks and lips and chin. 


Words rattled in his head, pushing against his lips, racing along his pulse. Repentance. Guilt. Shame. Forgiveness. 


Empty words, after all. 


He searched out her hand in the dark, found it, and wrapped his fingers around it. He asked her forgiveness 
but didn't say a word. There was nothing he could say. 


Her fingers wrapped around his, once, and that was her reply. 


The monster closed its eyes. 
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